Criminology is a young subject, and not surprisingly its initial focus was upon explaining how criminal careers begin and develop, rather than how they cease. However, in the last twenty years, this has begun to change, and a richly interesting research literature on s developed. From this research, it is now well established first, that almost all offenders, even persistent offenders, eventually stop offending; and secondly, that, in the case of persistent offenders, this process usually occurs gradually, rather than suddenly, because the daily routines of the people involved have in all sorts of ways become linked to possibilities for offending, and it takes time and sustained effort to alter these habits. In an attempt to enhance research-based understanding of these matters, we set up the Sheffield Desistance Study, the fieldwork for which began in 2003.
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In an attempt to enhance research-based understanding of these matters, we set up the Sheffield Desistance Study, the fieldwork for which began in 2003. 2 In this study, we recruited a sample of 113 recidivist male offenders born in the years 1982-84, whose average age at first interview was 20 years 9 months. We chose to restrict the age range of the sample in this way because we wanted to understand more fully the processes of desistance from or continuation in crime in the early twenties a period during which, earlier research had shown, there is an especially rapid deceleration in the frequency of offending. Our research design involved keeping track of the progress of these young men, over approximately a three year timespan, by interviewing them in depth four times, at intervals of 9-12 months. Naturally, there were some instances in which the interviewee no longer wished to participate; and in other cases we lost contact. Nevertheless, the recontact rates were good for a recidivistic sample of this kind: 87% at the second interview, and 78% at both the third and fourth interviews. Fortunately, too, those who completed the fourth interview had very similar characteristics to those who did not.
The characteristics of the Sheffield sample have been described elsewhere, but briefly, most of these young men had both a high level of criminal experience and significant social problems in their background. For example, at the time of the first interview, offenders in the sample had on average been convicted in the criminal courts (including the youth court) on eight separate occasions 3 ; also, 82 per cent of the first A background, the men had a profile of lack of achievement sadly familiar in samples of delinquents: for example, about half had been excluded from school for at least a month during their school career; 86 per cent had left school without any qualifications; and about 60 per cent had had no job of any kind in the year before the first interview.
As we had expected from the characteristics of our sample, most of the men (80%) had at least one further conviction during the follow-up period 4 ; yet, as we had also expected from earlier research, there was, over the period of the Study, a definite diminution in the 3 " ude violent and sexual offences, robbery, burglary, theft, fraud, criminal damage and drugs offences, but not most motoring and administrative offences. 4 Criminal justice agencies in England and Wales routinely use a well-validated risk assessment tool known as OG'" O G ' " probability of reconviction within two years. In the Sheffield Study, the mean OGRS score of sample members was 77%, and the median 83%.
frequency of recorded offending (from an average per person of 8.2 standard list offences per year in freedom immediately before the first interview, to 2.6 in the period from Interview 3 to the end of the study). As is standard practice in research on criminal careers, we also used a measure of self-reported criminality at each interview, and this too showed that most men reduced their offending, though some sustained or even increased it.
Regression analyses on both recorded and self-reported criminality showed the influence on later offending of two main kinds of factor: first, the total amount of prior criminality at the time of the first interview (the more prior crime, the less likely was the participant to stop);
and I
lesson to be drawn from these analyses a lesson which is entirely consistent with that from the desistance literature more generally -is that the past is important, but it is not necessarily decisive. Sometimes even those with extensive prior criminality start to desist;
but we found that a great deal seems to depend both on their own commitment to change, and on the wider social circumstances in which they find themselves.
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Background to the Desistance Process
The Sheffield Desistance Study has both a quantitative and a qualitative dimension, and the -box) and more open questions.
This mixed methodology has allowed us to include in the study a number of matters of relevance to those with an interest in ethics; so, for example, the abstract of one of our with regard to future aspirations (employment, housing, etc.) and to the importance of frequently also observable.
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T and the obstacle-7 , in which we identified virtue ethics as a valuable way of thinking about the processes of change that some of the men experienced, while also Punishment and Society, 13 (2011), pp. 256-282, at 256. 7 Ibid., pp. 275-77. emphasising the many difficulties that they typically encountered when trying to change (for example, relating to employment, the pull of still-criminal friends, and the general difficulties of social reintegration for those with criminal records). The principal purpose of this paper (to be addressed in its final sections) is to explain in greater depth why we have found a virtue-ethical approach to be a valuable way of conceptualising our data about B first (in the remainder of this section) say a little more about the significance of the fact that our sample were young adults. Then, in the next two sections, we will offer three brief casehistories that will hopefully bring to life some of the realities that we are trying to analyse; and we will also say more about the process of trying to change, which is the topic that above all else led us to an interest in virtue ethics.
In an initial, tentative, paper that we wrote about desistance (during the fieldwork stage of the Sheffield study), we suggested that that there might be merit in inverting the traditional theoretical focus of criminological studies, which has rested primarily upon criminality and becoming criminal . Almost all children are socialised into pro-social norms, and even persistent offenders usually try to prevent their children from following in their footsteps.
Therefore, people usually start from (broadly speaking) a position of conformity, and given the prevalence of desistance processes, this is where they return, usually after a criminal career lasting less than ten years. Accordingly, it might be more appropriate for e more 8 That position was empirically strengthened when our later research results showed that the persistent offenders in our study had, even at the beginning of the research, predominantly conformist underlying values.
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Looking at criminal careers in this way emphasises the importance of the period of adolescence and young adulthood, which is when, in most cases, criminality develops and then subsides. Persistent offending usually (although not invariably) begins in adolescence one that needs to be tested) that the generic self-appraisals often undertaken in young adulthood make an important contribution to the overall age effect.
When young adults who have become repeat offenders undertake self-appraisals of this kind, the gulf between their present situation and how they would like to live can be stark.
Take, for exam J described in one of our previous papers 13 . When we YOI convicted on nine separate occasions since a first caution at the age of 11. He had recently split up with a girlfriend; he had never had a job; his mother, who he loved, had severed relations with him because of his offending and drug-taking (heroin and crack); and as a 10 There is robust statistical evidence that an early start to a criminal career predicts a higher probability of continuance. consequence, he had been homeless and sleeping rough, which he found both physically and emotionally difficult. Not surprisingly, when asked in the first interview to describe the However, to a further question C Hardworking. Trustworthy. A In a later interview, he also revealed anxieties about a future that he feared, shuffling in and out of prison and having no friends.
14 From this kind of reappraisal, a determination to desist can emerge, and J John was not alone. W kind of per , the answers overwhelmingly centred on normality, with the great majority of comments focusing on 15 Yet, for this sample, the qualifications and work experience, and (in some cases) their histories of addiction. In the remainder of this paper, we shall examine how they tackled this process of hoped-for change.
Case Histories and the Mechanisms of Change
In this section, we offer three varied case histories. Two of the men described claimed by the end of our research study to have desisted, while the third despite some expressed good intentions had relapsed into serious crime. After describing each case, we offer a brief interpretative comment. In the first two (desisting) cases, this comment focuses on the mechanisms that seem to have led to compliance in that particular case. purpose, we will use the fourfold typology of mechanisms of compliance put forward a decade ago by one of us 17 , which can be summarised as follows: (iv) Habitual compliance: that is, compliance that has become ingrained over time in the life and practices of a given person.
Kevin
A K substantial criminal record acquired over a relatively short period (three years). K criminality continued, and he actually served four short prison sentences during the research period, mostly for assaults, which were linked to what he admitted was a serious drink problem. In the third interview, he indicated that he was very aware of the offending). He also realise
At that stage, therefore, there was little evidence of desistance.
The research team lost contact with Kevin after the third interview, but we managed to find him again right at the end of the research, 22 months later. There had been important Crime and Criminal Justice (Cullompton: Willan 2002) . 18 An important further form of normative compliance arises from attributions of legitimacy; that is, compliance by citizens is more likely where they consider that people with power hold legitimate authority. This mechanism is, however, of limited direct relevance in the present context. During the research period, Len was convicted once for taking a car and then driving it while above the alcohol limit; but he also self-reported several other offences. The conviction acted as a shock: he realised that he had been taking steps towards desistance, but in this incident he had reverted to his old ways. Determined not to relapse again, and because his relationship with his mother had been improving, he moved back home, to the outskirts of the city. By the time of the fourth interview, Len said he was completely off both alcohol and drugs, and had stopped offending. He usually stayed at home seven nights a week. He now considered it very important to think before he acted, and also to I I I A K several mechanisms operating to promote desistance in Len. An initial motivation was instrumental; that is, to avoid the privations associated with homelessness. Then, after taking some steps towards desistance while living at the city centre hostel, Len relapsed into crime; but his conviction for this offence acted as a further instrumental spur to sort his life out so that his behaviour was more in line with his true values. The improving relationship with his mother allowed him to move back home; and part of his motivation in doing this was to enable him to exercise better situational control of his life by going out less, thus reducing his drink and drug consumption and avoiding former delinquent friends. 
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The third case tells a rather different ) convictions, all except one for assault or criminal damage, and his first research interview took place while he was serving a sentence in a YOI. Unusually within this sample, he claimed to dissent from the basics of
further serious assault, and received a sentence of 18 months in a YOI; at this time, he also told the research team that he had begun dealing in drugs. When released, he went to live in a hostel, but he had been there only three days when some fellow residents wanted heroin, and he arranged to supply it to them. " pattern of life financed by his drug dealing; and in the final interview he admitted that his But he had also met a new girlfriend who time and settle down. However, these plans were thwarted because he was again arrested for serious offences (robbery and possessing heroin), for which he received a sentence of
In this last comment, there is an example of a phenomenon that was very noticeable in the Sheffield study, and which was previously reported in a study of desistance in Liverpool 20 :
namely, that those who are continuing in crime seem to be less agentic and purposeful in 
L L N -C L
Desistance research projects have been conducted using a variety of methodologies, and each approach has its strengths and weaknesses. In the Sheffield Desistance Study, we chose to adopt a prospective research design with a sample of (mostly) persistent young adult offenders, and this method has allowed us to focus in particular on the early stages of desistance. 21 From this perspective, it has become very apparent that, for those who have
been deeply involved in crime, desistance is a process of learning to live a non-criminal life when one has been living a largely criminal life.
A L J K B itial step is only the beginning of a process. The clear evidence of our study is that, if they are serious about changing, those who have been deeply involved in crime need to start making many adjustments to their patterns of daily living for example, concerning where to live, who to mix with, which places to visit, or how to respond in particular situations of temptation. They will also often encounter L B desistance is successfully accomplished, gradually a different pattern of activities will take shape, which in time will become routine. Often, too -and of special interest for the purposes of this paper -this will be accompanied by changes in the moral evaluation of past behaviour.
A J In the first interview, he said that I I more nuanced. Looking back, he said that while he used to enjoy the offending lifestyle t remorse for the effects of his past actions:
I feel sorry for the people I did it to, and peo I
The important topic of obstacles to desistance requires some elaboration. A key statistical finding " " elf-identified by the men themselves, was one of the most powerful predictors of the level of offending at the end of the study period (if more obstacles were self-identified, later offending was more likely) 22 .
V lack of money; (ii) pportunities for easy lack of work. 23 Employment is a critical issue; persistent offenders who are serious about desistance quite often experience a reduction in income, so if legitimate work cannot be found, the temptation to re-offend can be very high. But employment, of course, is not solely within the control of the would-be desister; hence, obstacles to desistance are at least in part a function of local economic and social conditions. This raises important ethical and political que -be desisters to regain a role as full members of society. 24 It also explains why, in the absence of social conditions facilitating employment xemplified by Kevin obtaining a job with his step-father) can be so crucial to the life-chances of individuals wishing to desist.
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But obstacles can be surmounted, and what we see in the cases of both Ken and Len at the end of our study period is the apparent beginning of a habit of compliance which seems pleasing to the desisting subject. We will explore this more fully in the next two sections.
22 B " " D -66. 23 The fourth 24 " " F A E B J " " " D C European Journal of Criminology, 7 (2010), pp. 546-570. 25 " Hu the capabilities of an individual, for example his/her work skills "oc the social context for the activity in question; for example, a probation service might enhance the social capital of its supervisees by improving its capability for helping them find suitable work. " K s obtaining work with his stepfather) and
Why Virtue Ethics?
We are now in a position to consider whether, and if so how, the resources offered by the -scientific quest for a deeper understanding of desistance processes. For those committed to a strong version of the factvalue distinction, that might seem to be an unlikely possibility, given that social science is in the business of explanation (based on facts), while ethics necessarily involves value-based discourse. However, while one must certainly always pay close attention to the type of claims being made, we would argue that there can be a helpful mutual interaction between these two fields of study. Thus, for example, the ethical theorist Valerie Tiberius (to whose work we shall return) has used some findings from psychological research in her quest to 26 and, given that human beings are sometimes motivated by ethical concerns, it seems clear that work in the field of normative ethics might in principle offer some helpful insights that are relevant to the development of social scientific explanations.
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As is well known, in the first half of the twentieth century normative ethics was dominated by the divergent traditions of consequentialism (especially utilitarianism) and Kantian ethics Greece] with the attempt to show the close connections between plausible answers to the two questions: the only way for me to live a truly happy life (it is claimed) is to do so in the context of acting towards others in morally well regulated ways.
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What the late twentieth century debates showed clearly was that the dominant moral philosophy of the preceding period had largely lost sight of the first of these questions (the Exactly how one might best return to a virtue-centred approach was and is, however, philosophically a very complex issue and one that is beyond both the scope of this paper and the competence of its authors. Instead, we shall consider here three aspects of a virtue-centred approach that, we believe, are particularly relevant to the study of desistance: namely (i) its primary focus on dispositions rather than acts; (ii) its relationship to the question of how people should act towards others (as highlighted in the quotation from Raymond Geuss, above); and (iii) its alignment of reason and desire.
Consequentialism, and some versions of Kantianism, are primarily focussed on specific situations, and on the appropriate moral action within that situation (perhaps expressed as a moral obligation). For people like those in our research sample, that kind of act-specific ) B over and above such specific situations, the men in the Sheffield sample were, during the 42 This would not be the case in all criminological contexts; for example, a young man brought up in a family where his father is a leading figure in an organised crime syndicate might reflectively value the code of conduct of the organisation, and aspire to become a leader in it. (Some would accordingly argue that this example T -based approach). But such outcomes are rare, even in the criminological world. This is probably because all individuals are socialised in powerful normative societal contexts, most of which emphasise mainstream pro-social values. 43 An important empirical example of these processes from our study concerned friendships with peers. At the beginning of the research, most of our respondents said that they deeply N y, however, the great majority of those close friends themselves had criminal records, so as desistance progressed, it became important for the individual given the overriding reflective value of becoming a nonoffender -to distance himself from them (a L G K case), there was often a clash of values between a partner and old friends. Partners generally held pro-social reflective values and led pro-social lives; so as a desisting offender tried out spending more time with them, in order to be with them and to do what they wanted, so that offender was encouraged to internalise more of their values. Thus, prosocial activity was reinforced, and delinquent friends gradually dropped. It was still an agentic choice, and at least initially it might be weak, or even on occasion lose out to the competing claims of peers; but, for would-be desisters, the wish to lead a virtuous life often 46 Tiberius, The Reflective Life, pp. 78-83.
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Early adulthood is a life stage at which such refining and hooking into the best forms of A beginning of the study, aged 19-22, most of the men in the Sheffield Study had a general commitment to change, but they also had a very limited awareness as to how this change could be accomplished. But gradually, and often very hesitantly and with setbacks, many of them did acquire more virtuous dispositions.
In this paper, we have not discussed specifically Christian ethics, mainly because ours is an empirical study, and none of the men in our sample referred explicitly to any influence of 
